
US troops in a never-ending war. Students
marching in the streets. Women demand-
ing respect. Black athletes protesting for

racial justice. Political upheaval. Today’s head-
lines? Yes. But they also could be from 50 years
ago - 1968 was a year so eventful that it’s
become known as “The Year That Changed
America”. “Assassinations, riots, rebellions,
protests, disorder and chaos - 1968 was a year
of really extraordinary shocks, shocks that I
think still reverberate through today,” said David
Farber, a history professor at the University of
Kansas. “The 1960s are this incredibly turbulent,
tumultuous decade of politics and 1968 really
sticks out,” said Amy Bass, a history professor at
The College of New Rochelle.

Some Americans are thinking “the people
are rising and will have a voice,” said Bass,
author of “One Goal”. “And then there’s this
other faction, (Richard Nixon’s) so-called ‘silent
majority’ who sees the 1960s as America as
coming apart at the seams.” Rocking America
in 1968 was the assassination in April of civil
rights leader Martin Luther King Jr and that of
Democratic presidential hopeful Robert F
Kennedy just two months later.

By then, the country was already reeling. In
January, North Vietnamese troops had
launched the Tet Offensive, a blitz on South
Vietnam that would eventually turn the US
public against a war that was America’s longest
until the 2001 invasion of Afghanistan. US col-
lege campuses were gripped by anti-war
protests and 700 students were injured in
clashes with police at New York’s Columbia
University in April 1968.

Students again on the march 
The war in Afghanistan has spawned no

such protest movement despite entering its 17th
year. This can be explained in part because it
stemmed from 9/11 - a direct attack on the US -
but also because the military draft was elimi-
nated in 1973, said Columbia University history

professor Todd Gitlin. “And the intensity of the
war is far less,” said Gitlin, author of “The
Sixties: Years of Hope, Days of Rage”. “It’s off
the screens for Americans and the body bags
are few and far between, relatively speaking.” 

US students are on the march once again
though - not to oppose an unpopular war, but
to demand tougher gun laws. “There’s a big dif-
ference, however,” Gitlin said. “The high school
students are actually starting something.” In the
largest student protest in decades, hundreds of
thousands took part on March 24 in the “March
for Our Lives” organized by teenagers from a
Florida high school where 17 people were shot
dead in February. “The political system again
seems frozen for students today and they’re
trying to find answers that don’t fit normal elec-
toral politics,” Farber said.

Students were not the only ones protesting
in the 1960s - the decade was marked by the
civil rights movement led by King. King notably
advocated non-violence but his April 4, 1968
assassination in Memphis, Tennessee sparked
riots in several US cities. Fifty years on, the
banner for racial equality has been taken up by
the Black Lives Matter movement and its
protests against police misconduct and the use
of force.

‘How should women be treated?’
One of the iconic images of 1968 is that of

Tommie Smith and John Carlos, winners of the
gold and bronze medals in the 200-meter dash
at the 1968 Olympic Games in Mexico City,
raising black-gloved fists as the Star-Spangled
Banner played. Five decades later, a black ath-
lete has once again become one of the most
visible symbols of the struggle for racial equali-
ty. Colin Kaepernick, the former quarterback of
the San Francisco 49ers, has cited Smith and
Carlos as an inspiration for his decision to kneel
during the playing of the national anthem - a
protest which has drawn sharp criticism from
President Donald Trump.

Kaepernick and Black Lives Matter have
been subjected to “vilification much like what
we saw in response to the Black Power move-
ment in the late 1960s,” said Susan Eckelmann
Berghel, an assistant professor of history at the
University of Tennessee Chattanooga. The
women’s movement in the United States also
took on a new dimension in 1968 with a protest
by hundreds of women in Atlantic City against
the Miss America beauty pageant.

“They tried to ask a very difficult question,
which was ‘How should women be treated?’”
said Farber. “Which is the kind of question
we’re still asking.” “That doesn’t get settled in a
year or a decade,” Gitlin said. In Jan 2017, hun-
dreds of thousands of women took to the
streets to protest Trump’s inauguration, he not-
ed, and the #MeToo movement is “the next
wave of a similar sentiment”. Eckelmann

Berghel said another echo in 2018 of 1968
could be what some see as the “shortcomings
of the promises of a liberal presidency”.

President Lyndon Baines Johnson unveiled
ambitious plans to abolish poverty and racial
injustice under the banner of the Great Society.
But Johnson, wearied by the Vietnam War,
shocked the nation in March 1968 by announc-
ing he was not running for re-election. That
paved the way for the election of Nixon, a con-
servative Republican who promised Americans
he would restore order to a chaotic decade.
And just as Johnson did not win the “War on
Poverty,” the election of Barack Obama,
America’s first black president, did not lead to a
“post-racial society”. Trump reached into
Nixon’s 1968 playbook to win the White House,
Farber said, creating his “new version of con-
servative populism”.  —AFP
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Pfizer seeks 
miracle drug

It has been 20 years since Viagra was intro-
duced, and Pfizer is still searching for anoth-
er drug with as much earning power as the

revolutionary blue erection pill. If anything, the
chances for another miracle drug may be wan-
ing as the pharmaceutical giant constrains its
research and development budget amid broader
cost-cutting efforts. Pfizer forecasts it will
spend $7.4 to $7.9 billion this year on R&D,
compared with $7.7 billion last year, according
to projections released in February.

That is below the R&D of rivals such as
Merck and Johnson & Johnson, which plan more
than $10 billion in spending. Pfizer’s restraint
means walking away from entire areas of med-
ical research. In January, the world’s number
two pharmaceutical company by sales ended its
research programs into treatments for
Alzheimer’s and Parkinson’s, cutting 300 jobs
and saying it would reinvest the funds in other
domains. Pfizer also signaled it could sell its
consumer healthcare business, which includes
popular over-the-counter products such as the
anti-inflammatory drug Advil, multivitamin
Centrum and the ubiquitous ChapStick lip balm. 

Sharing the risks 
Pharmaceutical R&D is a tricky business in

the United States, where there is extensive clin-
ical testing and back-and-forth with the Food
and Drug Administration before introducing a
new drug. Once launched, pharma companies
also are under increased pressure to keep drug
costs low following a number of controversies
over runaway pill prices. The cost of bringing a
new drug to market requires an average of $2.6
billion, according to the Tufts Center for the
Study of Drug Development.

That’s a heavy investment considering that in
the last 20 years there have been just 19 treat-
ments that have generated at least $1 billion in
annual revenue for their first five years, accord-
ing to the QuintilesIMS Institute, a healthcare
data and research company. Against this back-
drop, Pfizer has increasingly opted for a model
where it shares the risks and benefits with other
drug makers. It has announced strategic part-
nerships with Merck and Bristol-Myers Squibb,
while also collaborating with biotechs and uni-
versity researchers in areas such as oncology
and immunology. Pfizer also finances some
research through a venture capital-type unit,
Pfizer Venture Investments.

Acquisitions 
Pfizer has had other highly lucrative drugs

besides Viagra, including the anti-cholesterol
drug Lipitor, the anti-depressant Zoloft and
the anti-inflammatory drug Celebrex. The
company said it is confident of future success.
“Our current pipeline is poised with an oppor-
tunity to deliver up to an additional 15 poten-
tial blockbusters over the next five years,” a
Pfizer spokesman said. The spokesman noted
that the company’s R&D budget has been
“very consistent” at around $7.65 billion the
last three years.

But revenue dropped slightly last year to
$52.5 billion. While the group expects sales to
rise in 2018, at most it would go up just five
percent, according to company projections.
Key challenges include the arrival of new
generic products and the growth of the biosim-
ilar market, which allows for substitutes to tra-
ditional drugs. The arrival of biosimilars in
Europe has cut into sales of the anti-inflamma-
tory drug Enbrel and Viagra itself has seen rev-
enue drop as generics have been launched in
the US and Europe.

Wall Street analysts consider Pfizer a likely
candidate for a mega merger. Pfizer’s efforts at
giant takeovers of AstraZeneca and Allergan
may have fizzled, but it has bought smaller com-
panies in the very recent past. In 2016, Pfizer
acquired Medivation and Anacor, which added
to its portfolio Xtandi and Eucrisa, treatments
for prostate cancer and eczema. In 2015, Pfizer
supplemented its own biosimilar business with
the purchase of Hospira. —AFP

50 years later, echoes of 1968 resonate in US

Japanese women 
confront grim taboo 
by saying ‘me too’

When Rinko Nakajiri was first raped by a produc-
er who seduced her with the promise of a
record deal, the 17-year-old singer kept quiet,

terrified about her career prospects. Twenty years later,
the Tokyo housewife has long since abandoned the music
industry and is facing her demons, encouraged by the
global #MeToo movement triggered by accusations of
rape against movie mogul Harvey Weinstein. Despite wide-
spread allegations of misogyny and sexual violence from
Hollywood to Hong Kong, however, there has been rela-
tively little support for the campaign in Japan, where vic-
tims are often told to keep quiet.

“It’s almost impossible to talk about it in Japan,”
Nakajiri told AFP.  “There’s a terrible stigma about rape.
People would rather you kept it bottled up. “It happened in
a recording studio late at night,” added the mother of two,
who says she quit music after three years of sexual abuse.
“And many times after that. I was afraid if I resisted or
reported it, my career would be over.” In patriarchal Japan,
where a culture of silence persists when it comes to sexual
assault and harassment, raising the alarm comes at a price.
Journalist Shiori Ito refused to suffer in silence and went
public last year. The 28-year-old accused a television
newsman with close ties to Prime Minister Shinzo Abe of
raping her after inviting her to dinner to discuss a job
opportunity in 2015. Ito was savaged online for daring to
break her silence and even received death threats. 

“The last thing I remembered was when I went to the
bathroom at the sushi restaurant,” said Ito, who suspects
her alleged attacker, Noriyuki Yamaguchi, drugged her and
claims police failed to test for substances. “When I
regained consciousness, in intense pain, I was in a hotel

room and he was on top of me. I knew what had happened
but I couldn’t process it.”

Insults and threats 
Ito likened questions by a nurse who treated her at hos-

pital to an “interrogation” and worse was to follow as male
police officers ordered her to re-enact her rape with a life-
size doll. “I had to lie down on the floor and they placed
this doll on top of me and started moving it,” Ito told AFP.
“They were asking ‘was it like this?’ and taking photos.
That was like a second rape.” The police, who had taken
weeks to open a criminal investigation, told Ito they were
going to arrest Yamaguchi, she said - before they suddenly
backed off. Ito has since filed a civil lawsuit against
Yamaguchi, who denies any wrongdoing. “I received
emails and messages calling me a slut, a prostitute,” said
Ito, who released a book about her ordeal and recently
gave a news conference at United Nations headquarters in
New York. “There were also threats so I did fear for the
lives of my family. I was scared. I couldn’t go out.”

Ito’s case led to some discussion in Japan, but in a coun-
try where just four percent of rape victims go to the police,
according to a 2015 government survey, only a handful of
other women came forward. “The #MeToo movement
obviously hit some kind of tipping point for that to happen
- the Harvey Weinstein thing,” said Sachi Nakajima, a
domestic abuse survivor and founder of Resilience, a non-
profit organization to help victims of abuse. “Shiori’s case
is causing a little bit of a ripple but it’s not a tipping point.
Nothing is happening, nobody is getting arrested, even in
her case.” Nakajima blames Japan’s century-old sex crime
law, which parliament only last year amended to widen the
definition of rape and increase prison sentences. “It’s like
trying to move a mountain with a shovel,” said the 54-
year-old. “Rape law amended after 110 years? The pace is
beyond glacial.”

‘Men feel entitled’ 
Justice ministry figures show that only a third of rape

cases currently reach court and last year only 285 of the
1,678 people tried for sex crimes (17 percent) were sen-

tenced to more than three years in prison. Taxi driver
Kazuyo Saito stopped working at night to reduce the risk
of being assaulted. “Male passengers who have just rolled
out of a hostess bar sometimes try to carry on flirting in
that vein,” said the 42-year-old. “They would ask for a
quickie and I’d say ‘I’m trying to work here, give me a
break!’ I just brushed it off.”

Japan has one of the worst records in the world in
terms of female political representation. Women hold just
over 10 percent of seats in the lower house of parliament,
putting Japan joint 158rd among 193 countries - below
Syria and Congo - in 2017, according Inter-Parliamentary
Union data. Nakajima believes Japanese women need to
become empowered before attitudes towards sex crimes
change. “A lot of men feel like they’re entitled to women’s
bodies,” she said. “The definition of consent is so warped
in Japan. If you walked into a police station to report a
burglary, they don’t say ‘why weren’t you home at that
hour?’ It’s like ‘you must have enticed him’ or ‘that’s a
short skirt!’ We have to start looking at women’s position
in society because that explains a lot of the problems,”
she added. —AFP
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In this picture taken on Jan 30, 2018 Japanese journalist
Shiori Ito, who accused a television newsman of raping her
in 2015, poses for a picture in Tokyo. —AFP

In this file photo taken on Aug 28, 1963, civil rights leader Martin Luther King waves to sup-
porters during the “March on Washington” on the Mall in Washington. —AFP


